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President Calderon. And his support. 
Interpreter. ——and for his support. 

[Laughter] 
With regard to the issues that President 

Bush has raised, I want to say that our admin-
istration has made a crucial decision in this 
regard. We are going to be promoting law; 
we are going to be promoting order in our 
country. We will be promoting the rule of 
law for all Mexicans. 

We have worked jointly in this regard. We 
have worked together on the drug-trafficking 
combat front. We have worked together to 
combat organized crime. 

This is not an isolated problem for any 
country. This is a common problem that af-
fects us both. And in order to do so, we have 
worked together, and we have made this res-
olution. 

We are committed to fighting criminals 
and to overcoming them once and for all. 
And the rule of law is the one thing that I 
want to stress we are going to promote, no 
matter what, in our country. 

I agree with what the President has said 
with regard to the North America Free Trade 
Agreement. It has proved to be very useful, 
both for the United States and for Mexico. 
In that regard, millions of jobs were created 
here in the United States. Mexico is the sec-
ond-largest purchaser of U.S. goods. We buy, 
in fact, twice as many U.S. products as the 
People’s Republic of China. Two million jobs 
based on exports were created in Mex-
ico—— 

President Calderon. No, in the United 
States. 

Interpreter. ——in the United States, ex-
cuse me, as a result of NAFTA. [Laughter] 
And yesterday, I was discussing with Presi-
dent-elect Obama the fact that we are willing 
to continue working on future additions of 
a way to continue to build on the achieve-
ments that NAFTA has created—benefits, 
issues of concern to both of our citizens. I 
understand that there are issues of concern 
to Mexicans, as well as to U.S. citizens, on 
the issue of the environment and on labor. 

I want to wish the very best to President 
Bush, to his family, as well as to the United 
States. The U.S. will continue to solve its 
problems with success, I have no doubt about 
that. And we in Mexico can only wish the 

very best for this country, a great country, 
and for its citizens in overcoming the eco-
nomic crisis it is now facing, overcoming 
other problems, as well as drug consumption, 
because any problems arising in the United 
States in some way will also affect Mexican 
citizens as well. 

And so we can only wish you the very best 
in every area. Thank you. 

President Calderon. Thank you. 
President Bush. Thank you, thank you. 

Adios. 

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:58 a.m. in the 
Oval Office at the White House. In his remarks, 
President Calderon referred to President-elect 
Barack Obama. The Office of the Press Secretary 
also released a Spanish language transcript of 
these remarks. 

Remarks on Presenting the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom 
January 13, 2009 

The President. Good afternoon to every-
body, and thank you all for coming. We have 
assembled quite a distinguished crowd to 
honor three good friends: President Uribe, 
Prime Minister Howard, and Prime Minister 
Blair. Laura and I welcome you to the White 
House. 

You’ll always be welcomed in our country. 
And we hope to have you come down and 
visit us in Texas. As you probably have heard, 
we’re changing addresses here—[laughter]— 
in a little less than 7 days. 

We’re delighted to have a lot of distin-
guished guests, people who have worked with 
you throughout your time in office; members 
of your family who are here, we’re really glad 
you’ve come. 

I want to thank the Vice President, mem-
bers of the Cabinet, and Members of the 
Congress who have joined us as well. We 
offer a special welcome to those who are per-
sonal friends of the honorees. I know they’re 
as delighted to have you here as I am. 

In a few moments the military aide will 
read the citations for the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom. The medal is America’s highest 
civil award. It is given in recognition of exem-
plary achievement and to convey the utmost 
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esteem of the people and the President of 
the United States. 

In these 8 years, I have presented the 
Medal of Freedom to some of our most emi-
nent citizens. On occasion, I have also had 
the honor of presenting it to citizens of other 
lands who inspired particular admiration in 
the United States and provided courageous 
leadership to our world. Among these recipi-
ents have been Vaclav Havel, Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf, Nelson Mandela, and the late Pope 
John Paul II. 

This afternoon I am pleased to award the 
Medal of Freedom to three extraordinary 
leaders. We honor a sitting President and two 
former vice—Prime Ministers, each one of 
them a true friend of the United States who 
met historic challenges with great tenacity, 
and who provides a lasting example of states-
manship at home and abroad. 

The first day I met Tony Blair, almost ex-
actly 8 years ago, he was in his second term 
as Prime Minister, and I was just starting out. 
After our first meeting, a reporter asked if 
we’d found anything in common, and I jok-
ingly replied that we both used Colgate 
toothpaste. [Laughter] 

The truth is I did feel a close connection 
to Tony Blair. As I said after the first meet-
ing, I knew that when either of us gets in 
a bind, there will be a friend on the other 
end of the phone. My friend was there, in-
deed, after America was attacked on Sep-
tember the 11th, 2001. And it just wasn’t on 
the phone line. When I stood in the House 
Chamber to ask the civilized world to rally 
to freedom’s cause, there in the gallery was 
the staunch friend Prime Minister Tony 
Blair. 

He was there in a moment of trial to affirm 
the special relationship between the United 
States and the United Kingdom. And he was 
there to show America, and all nations, that 
he understood the stakes in the war on terror. 
As he said: ‘‘Just as the terrorist seeks to di-
vide humanity in hate, so we have to unify 
it around an idea. And that idea is liberty.’’ 
Under Tony Blair’s leadership, the might and 
the moral authority of Great Britain have 
been applied to the war on terror from the 
first day. Our nations have worked proudly 
together to destroy terrorist havens, liberate 

millions, and help rising democracies to serve 
the aspirations of their people. 

Tony Blair’s entire career is defined by his 
devotion to democratic values and human 
dignity. At his very center, this man believes 
in freedom: freedom from oppression, free-
dom from hunger, freedom from disease, and 
freedom from fear and despair. In the House 
of Commons, as the longest serving Labour 
Prime Minister in history, he fought to lift 
up his nation’s communities and better the 
lives of all its people. He helped turn genera-
tions of violence in Northern Ireland into 
years of peace. He drew the attention and 
conscience of the world to the suffering in 
Africa, and he continues to serve the cause 
of peace and democracy as the Quartet 
Envoy to the Middle East. 

Out of office but still in public life, Tony 
Blair remains on the world stage as a man 
of high intelligence and insight, and above 
all, as a man of faith and idealism and integ-
rity. The former Prime Minister of the 
United Kingdom will stand tall in history. 
And today the United States of America 
proudly honors its gallant friend Tony Blair. 

John Howard of Australia has spent a lot 
of years in politics. He’s won some, and he’s 
lost a few. There was even a time, two dec-
ades ago, when he thought his days of polit-
ical leadership might be over. A comeback, 
he said, would be like ‘‘Lazarus with a triple 
bypass.’’ [Laughter] The man has got an un-
usual way of speaking. [Laughter] 

With his plain-spoken style and unpre-
tentious manner, John Howard did make a 
comeback. He rose to his nation’s highest 
elected office, won four straight elections, 
and served longer than all other Australian 
Prime Ministers but one. And all the while, 
John Howard retained his close connection 
with the people of his country. His time in 
office was marked by great national con-
fidence and prosperity and rising global influ-
ence. He won the respect of leaders around 
the world for his commitment to free mar-
kets, cooperation, and the peaceful resolu-
tion of differences. He was a faithful steward 
of Australia’s alliances and a sturdy friend in 
a time of need. 

At an event here in Washington, he re-
flected on the many tests that our two coun-
tries faced together in the 20th century. He 
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spoke with feeling about our shared values, 
as well as our obligation to defend them, and 
‘‘if necessary fight for them, and be ready 
to repel those who would seek to take [our] 
freedoms away.’’ 

As it happens, John Howard spoke those 
words on Monday, September the 10th, 
2001, and in all that followed, he proved true 
to his convictions. He always has been brave 
in the defense of freedom. In these 7 years, 
both our countries have lost innocent civil-
ians and suffered casualties on the field of 
battle. But this man, who saw the burning 
Pentagon on September the 11th, and who 
confronted—comforted the survivors of Bali, 
never wavered in his commitment to over-
coming this great danger to civilization. He 
never wavered in his support for liberty, and 
free institutions, and the rule of law as the 
true and hopeful alternatives to ideologies of 
violence and repression. He’s a man of hon-
esty and moral clarity. He can make a deci-
sion, he can defend it, and he stands his 
ground. That’s why I called him a man of 
steel. 

In the character of John Winston Howard 
we see that fine Australian spirit of ‘‘standing 
by your mates.’’ Our two countries, though 
half a world apart, have long enjoyed an easy 
and natural fellowship. And the 25th Prime 
Minister of the Commonwealth of Australia 
stands for all that Americans like and admire 
most about this wonderful country. 

So, Mr. Prime Minister, our friend, wel-
come to the White House and congratula-
tions. 

National leaders sometimes take office 
without fully knowing all the tests that await 
them. But when Alvaro Uribe became the 
President of Colombia, the challenges were 
in full view. He knew exactly what he was 
getting into. 

For more than a generation, good and de-
cent people across that country had lived at 
the mercy of brutal drug cartels and illegal, 
armed groups. A contagion of terrorist vio-
lence and killings and kidnappings had shak-
en the political system and caused many Co-
lombians to despair for their nation’s future. 
Early in this decade, the Republic of Colom-
bia was near the point of being, at best, a 
failed state, or at worst, a narco-state. In 
those conditions, it took more than ambition 

and ideals to run for political office; it re-
quired immense personal courage and 
strength of character. 

As a Presidential candidate in 2002, Alvaro 
Uribe pledged to his people greater security, 
a healthier democracy, and a better chance 
for prosperous lives. He was elected on a 
theme that expressed perfectly what the Co-
lombian people desired in a President: 
‘‘Strong hand and big heart.’’ 

President Uribe’s leadership has been res-
olute and uncompromising. Today in Colom-
bia, homicides are down 40 percent, 
kidnapings are down more than 80 percent, 
terror attacks are down by more than 75 per-
cent. The forces of violence are on the defen-
sive, and the people are reclaiming their 
country. 

President Uribe’s fellow citizens know him 
as someone who speaks forthrightly and fol-
lows through on his commitments. With his 
lifelong interest in public policy, he has a 
phenomenal grasp of the details of gov-
erning. At the same time, he has formed a 
powerful bond with his people. They’ve met 
their President in townhalls across the coun-
try. They’ve seen him deliver results. They 
like him, and they trust him. And they have 
made him the first Colombian leader in the 
modern era to win reelection. 

Lately, I’ve been asked to reflect on the 
most memorable events of my Presidency. 
Among those is a phone call I received sev-
eral months ago from President Uribe. He 
called to say that a group of hostages, includ-
ing three Americans, that had been held in 
captivity for 5 years, had been rescued and 
were alive and safe and sound. It was a joyful 
moment, Mr. President. And it was a credit 
to your leadership. 

For President Uribe, the great demands 
of office continue. Today the United States 
honors all Colombians by honoring the man 
they have chosen to lead them. By refusing 
to allow the land he loves to be destroyed 
by an enemy within, by proving that terror 
can be opposed and defeated, President 
Uribe has reawakened the hopes of his coun-
trymen and shown a model of leadership to 
a watching world. Colombia remains a nation 
with challenges. But the future will always 
be bright in a country that produces such 
men as President Alvaro Uribe. 
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Congratulations, mi amigo. 
Each of these gentlemen we honor today 

has his own style and personality, and each 
has amassed distinctions and achievements 
that belong to him alone. Yet all of them have 
shown a firm adherence to the principles of 
freedom and democratic values and a willing-
ness to face problems squarely instead of 
passing them on to others. They’re the sort 
of guys who look you in the eye and tell you 
the truth and keep their word. In lengthy 
service they proved to be leaders of character 
and fortitude. They are warm friends of the 
United States of America. The opportunity 
to know them and work with them has been 
among the great satisfactions of my time as 
President. I respect them, and I admire 
them. 

And now I ask the military aide to read 
the citations, and it will be my honor to 
present the Presidential Medal of Freedom 
to Tony Blair, John Howard, Alvaro Uribe. 

[Lt. Cmdr. Clay Beers, USN, Navy Aide to 
the President, read the citations, and the 
President presented the medals.] 

The President. In honor of these distin-
guished gentlemen, Laura and I invite you 
to stay for a reception in the State Dining 
Room. Please enjoy yourselves, and thank 
you for joining us here at the White House. 

NOTE: The President spoke at 1:07 p.m. in the 
East Room at the White House. In his remarks, 
he referred to former President Vaclav Havel of 
the Czech Republic; President Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf of Liberia; former President Nelson 
Mandela of South Africa; and Marc Gonsalves, 
Thomas Howes, and Keith Stansell, former hos-
tages held by the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC). The Office of the Press Sec-
retary also released a Spanish language transcript 
of these remarks. 

Statement on the Situation in Cuba 
January 13, 2009 

As much of the world celebrates the dawn-
ing of a new year, Cuba marks 50 years of 
one of the cruelest dictatorships this hemi-
sphere has witnessed. 

To those who yearn for liberty, all is not 
lost. The world has witnessed other instances 
of dictatorship, but has ultimately seen those 

regimes fall and formerly enslaved countries 
embrace their birthright of freedom. One 
day, the people of Cuba will enjoy this same 
blessing. 

This message of hope is directed especially 
to those who have made pleas for freedom 
only to be silenced by tyranny and oppres-
sion—individuals like Oscar Elias Biscet, 
Luis Enrique Ferrer, Ricardo Gonzalez, Jose 
Luis Garcia Paneque, and many others. It 
is equally intended for the families of such 
prisoners, who dearly miss their loved ones 
and continue to suffer oppression at the 
hands of the regime. The American people 
admire the courage of these families and the 
emerging civil society movement, reflected 
in the existence of groups like the Damas 
de Blanco, who stand up for the fundamental 
human rights bestowed by our Creator. 

As long as there are people who fight for 
liberty, the United States will stand with 
them and speak out for those whose voices 
have been temporarily silenced. All Cubans 
have the right to be treated with dignity, so 
that they can rise as high as their talents and 
hard work will take them. This is the standard 
my administration and past administra-
tions—regardless of political affiliation— 
have expected from the Cuban Government 
as the condition for improved relations. 

My administration has continually chal-
lenged the Cuban Government to bring gen-
uine political and economic changes and im-
prove human rights and has made it clear 
that the United States stands prepared to re-
spond to any request for assistance from a 
Cuba that transitions to democracy. The Cas-
tro regime’s response to our offers has been 
continued repression of the Cuban people. 

Throughout my Presidency, the plight of 
Cuba has been close to my heart. My sincere 
wish has been for the proud people of Cuba 
to take their rightful place in the community 
of democratic, freedom-loving nations. 

Laura and I send our Cuban hermanos y 
hermanas a message of peace and love. May 
God bless you and continue to give you the 
faith and courage to fight for the day when 
the light of liberty will shine on the people 
of Cuba. 
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